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President Carlos Flores restructured the top command of the Honduran Armed Forces to defuse
factional discord and to punish officers who resisted orders from the civilian defense minister. On
July 30, following reports of insubordination and rumors of a coup, Flores fired Vice Minister of
Defense Roberto Lazarus and reassigned several high-ranking officers.
In mid-July, while Defense Minister Eduardo Dumas was out of the country, the high command
reassigned two officers for failure to detect and expose an impending revolt by a group of
disgruntled officers against army chief Col. Rodolfo Interiano. Lazarus signed the orders in Dumas'
absence (see NotiCen, 1999-07-29).
Returning to the capital, Dumas ordered the joint-command staff (Estado Mayor Conjunto), headed
by Col. Eugenio Romero, to revoke the orders removing the two officers from their posts. The staff
sent a written reply to Dumas refusing to obey his order.

Army chief calls Defense Ministry order illegal
The daily newspaper La Tribuna which Flores owns had access to Romero's written reply to the
Defense Ministry. The newspaper's account said Romero wrote that the members of the jointcommand staff had agreed that the Constitution gives them the authority to reassign personnel and
that the ministry's only function in such matters is to "endorse" the orders.
In a tightly argued brief, the note asserted that, since the reassignments were legal, any order from
the ministry to revoke them would be illegal and that no civil or military official is obliged to obey
illegal orders. Dumas reportedly advised Flores to consider the note an act of insubordination. "You
and the Honduran people can be sure that we are going to establish order," Dumas told reporters.
"If a purge is necessary it will be done."
Then on July 30, local media reported rumors that the Armed Forces were planning to stage a coup
the following day, that the presidential residence was under heavy guard, and that a helicopter was
kept idling in case Flores had to flee the country. Radio stations played martial music while Flores
met for three hours with the commanders of the three military branches.
This led many Hondurans to assume a coup was underway. Former president Carlos Roberto Reina
(1994-1998) said the martial music was reminiscent of previous military coups, "so that by now it's
normal for the people to think there has been a change of presidents when they hear this music."
After the meeting, Flores went on radio to read a short message. The reason for the changes was to
establish greater "tranquility" in the Armed Forces, which remain under civilian control, he said.
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In addition to firing Lazarus, Flores replaced chief of staff Romero with Col. Daniel Augusto Lopez
Carballo, who moved from his post as chief of the Estado Mayor Presidencial. Romero, who defied
the Defense Ministry, replaced Lazarus as vice minister of defense. Col. Julian Aristides Gonzalez
Irias replaced Col. Guillermo Linares Zepeda as assistant chief of the joint- command staff. Col.
Manuel de Jesus Luna Gutierrez replaced Col. Jorge Alberto Puerto Martinez as inspector general
of the Armed Forces. Interiano will remain army chief. On his way out of office, Lazarus said he did
not know exactly why he had been fired. "I made some decisions that perhaps were not the best," he
said.
Spiking the coup rumors, Flores said there had been no challenge to the military chain of command
nor any change in the military's "clear obedience and disciplined respect" for his decisions.
Giving the president's sudden intervention the appearance of a calm, almost routine exercise in
reassignments, the administration called the restructuring a "triumph" of democracy and liberty.
Minister of the Presidency Gustavo Alfaro said the presence of the army, navy, and air force chiefs
in the meeting with Flores showed they acknowledged that the president is the commander of the
Armed Forces.

New chief of staff promises reforms
Lopez Carballo said he recognized that the recent tensions resulted from internal divisions and the
"aspirations" of officers. He said that, upon taking over as chief of the joint-command staff, he will
"re-engineer" the Armed Forces and reform its budget, working closely with the defense minister.
Earlier this month the comptroller general began an audit of Armed Forces accounts for the past 15
years because of indications that its funds had been mismanaged. There have also been charges that
the Armed Forces illegally transferred state funds to its widespread business activities managed by
the Instituto de Prevision Militar (IPM). On Aug. 3, the government's special corruption prosecutor
Sara Sagastume began reviewing IPM's business practices since 1994.
Analysts were mystified by Flores' decision to transfer the insubordinate Romero to the Defense
Ministry and leave Interiano in his post as army chief. Lopez Carballo said he was planning further
personnel changes but did not say whether Interiano would be replaced. Ramon Custodio, president
of the Comite para la Defensa de los Derechos Humanos (CODEH), considers Interiano the source
of the troubles within the officer corps because of his controversial appointment as army chief over
more senior officers.
Other analysts say the current civil-military conflict is only the latest manifestation of the longrunning discontent in the military caused by the series of laws that has steadily reduced the
political power of the Armed Forces (see NotiSur, 1993-12-17, 1994-06-03, NotiCen, 1997-10-30). "We
can't assume the crisis is over," said Custodio. [Sources: Reuters, 07/28/99, 07/30/99; La Tribuna
(Honduras), 07/30/99, 07/31/99; La Prensa (Honduras), 07/31/99; El Tiempo (Honduras), 07/24/99,
07/28/99, 07/30/99, 07/31/99; Agence France-Presse, 08/01/99; Notimex, 07/30/99, 08/01/99, 08/02/99,
08/03/99]
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